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THE SPIRITUAL VALUE OF INDUCTIVE BIBLE STUDY.' 



By Rev. Edwin M. Poteat, 
New Haven, Conn. 



Inductive Bible study is the study of the Bible as revelation, and as litera- 
ture. The Bible as revelation is progressive. (See Exodus 6:2, 3, and 
1 John 4 : 8, 16.) The Bible as literature is a record of life, thought, religious 
experience, and it discloses a progressive unfolding of these through cen- 
turies. To assume an identity of life, and thought, and religious experience, 
and vocabulary in men of the year 800 b. c. and men of 70 A. D., and there- 
fore, an identity of revelation through them, is not only to ignore facts, it is 
to belie history and the method of God's revelation to men. 

God reveals himself to us in the Bible, i. e., in a literature, the literature of 
a uniquely religious people. It has been widely suspected that because inductive 
study puts emphasis upon this fact it sacrifices the spiritual benefit. It is the 
purpose of this article to suggest that in order to make the right use of the Bible 
as revelation we must regard it as literature. For if revelation in the Bible 
is progressive, is conditioned by the age and by the spiritual capacities of 
men, its value can be estimated only when we have made a careful study of 
each particular period and of the general progress of the people of God. But 
this study is historical and literary. It follows that the highest spiritual bene- 
fit is impossible except upon the recognition of the Bible as literature as well 
as revelation. Devotional Bible reading yields its best results only when it 
is informed by minute knowledge of the soil and atmosphere in which the 
fruit it enjoys grew. 

1. Inductive study saves many of us our Bible. Great mischief was done 
by the division of the Bible into chapters and verses in the thirteenth cen- 
tury : the detachment and numbering of the sentences was a mutilation. 
Then came the Concordance to complete and confirm the mischief. An index 
to a great volume is convenient. But the Concordance made possible and 
encouraged a talismanic use of the Bible ; a manipulation of its contents to 
secure certain ends. A sacred book loses its sacredness, if it is thus degraded 
to a spell in the practice of curious arts. 

Few men on reaching their intellectual majority can entertain or instruct 
themselves or inform and elevate their spiritual life by the manipulation of 

1 From the Baptist Teacher. 
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the words and sentences of a book which, in their youth, they were taught to 
reverence as a revelation from God. If such a use is insisted upon, one of 
two results will follow — either they will reject the book, or the God who is 
said to reveal himself in it. In other words, the refusal to recognize the Bible 
as literature may, and often does, entail a rejection of both the book and God, 
whom the book reveals, while the recognition of it as literature saves us the 
precious volume to be our companion through life. 

2. Inductive study begins by regarding the Bible as literature, and leads 
on to the heartiest, most intelligent, and most fruitful recognition of it as 
revelation. There is no virtue in calling an unknown book divine ; still less 
in applying that designation to a book the character of which is fatally mis- 
conceived. To reverence the Bible beyond all other books, we need only to 
know it for what it is. By inductive study the uniqueness of the Bible is 
seen to be in the book itself, and not to depend upon any theory concerning 
it. We love it, because we know it. We reverence it, because, now that we 
know it, we hear in it the very words of God, and by it hold high converse 
with the mind and heart of God. 

3. Inductive study promotes the reverence which it thus begets, by allow- 
ing the Bible to say what it wants to say. Perceiving the Bible to be a reve- 
lation from God, the student waits in silence to hear its utmost word. " My 
soul, be thou silent unto God." Let him speak. The method calls us to 
repentance for the sin of employing the Bible to support our views ; for the 
impertinence of insisting that the Bible should teach what we think. The 
vice of forcing God's revelation into our mould of doctrine cannot be over-esti- 
mated. Our precious Bible was given us to be heeded, not to be thus employed. 
And when it is allowed to give its own testimony, it is seen to be greater than 
all the systems of thought and theology that have been deduced from it. 

The Bible is more than all interpretations of it. And it is only when we 
leave these behind, in a large and absorbed endeavor to explore this vast con- 
tinent of divine truth, and personally to see and know it in its own forms, 
that we perceive what a divine book is, and how divine this book is. The 
spiritual value of inductive Bible study may then be stated to consist : (a) In 
the reverence for the sacred volume, which it insists upon and cultivates ; and 
(b) in the unmediated converse it makes possible with the mind of the Holy 
Spirit, who moved holy men of old to write its pages. 



